No Child Actor Left Behind: Narratives on the Creation and Sustainability of Children's Community Theatre Companies by Hassmiller, Kimberly R.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SUMMER 2010 
 
 
 
THESIS 
 
 
No Child Actor Left Behind: Narratives on the Creation and Sustainability of 
Children’s Community Theatre Companies 
 
 
By 
 
Kimberly R. Hassmiller 
 
* * * * * 
 
 
Drexel University 
2010 
 
 
 
 
Approved by 
 
_______________________________ 
 
Catherine Bartch, Degree Advisor 
Graduate Program in 
Arts Administration 
 
ii 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Copyright by 
Kimberly R. Hassmiller 
2010 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
iii 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
 
 
What makes a children’s community theatre company (CCTC) successful? 
Through in-depth interviews with four founders of children’s community theater 
companies, important steps, challenges and insights speaking to the sustainability 
of CCTCs were revealed. The founders took similar paths to success including 
finding a niche, filling a gap, and cultivating relationships with the community. 
They also took steps unique to their creation by acting extremely conservative, 
recognizing and utilizing a variety of resources, adapting to change and acquiring 
staff/volunteers with precise traits and talents.  Overall, the CCTC founders, like 
other business entrepreneurs, encountered a series of trials and tribulations, but 
with thoughtful planning, foresight, resources, inspiration and deep commitment, 
they were each able to create a successful and lasting children’s community 
theatre company. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 
 
“Although community theatre enjoys a growing interest, few if any fully fledged 
courses on the topic are offered at universities or theatre academies, mainly 
because so few scholars and theatre educators have taken the trouble to document 
it properly…observing creative processes from beginning to end”  
-Eugene Van Erven, 2001 
 
For years and still today there remains a lack of arts education opportunities in 
schools.  However study after study has attested to the positive influences of the arts on 
children.  Children’s community theatre companies (CCTCs) fill this gap in numerous 
communities.  Though these businesses can be found throughout the country, there is a 
lack of research on the history and challenges of founding these organizations, hence the 
reason to explore the subject.  This study asks: What is the key to success for this 
particular type of business?  What factors influence a CCTC’s beginning, its ability to 
grow and ultimately its sustainability overtime?  Are the founders of these organizations 
facing the same challenges as any other small business entrepreneur? 
In order to answer these questions, two topics must be addressed; 1) the history and 
impact of arts education/participation on children and hence the emergence of children’s 
community theatres and 2) the how-to’s for running a small business or non-profit 
organization.  When put together, this body of research will provide the background 
information necessary to embark on this study.  Identifying the history of the arts and its 
impact on children is necessary in order to determine the marketability for this type of 
venture.  As many how-to business books claim “Before you jump in, indeed before you 
do anything, you first must figure out if there is a market for your proposed business…the 
2 
 
first law of business…” (Strauss, 2002).  In order to obey the rules of business, the 
history of arts education and where it currently stands is the first objective to be explored. 
 
HISTORY OF ARTS EDUCATION/PARTICIPATION 
 
 
 
“We cannot without great loss, ignore in our inner lives, in the life of the spirit, so great 
a factor as art!  Our aesthetic emotions provide us with vivid apprehensions of value.  If 
you maim these, you weaken the force of the whole system of inner awareness and 
progress and of spiritual apprehensions” –Alfred North Whitehead 
 
There have been countless studies on the positive effects of arts education on 
children.  These studies have demonstrated that arts participation is linked to higher test 
scores, higher school attendance, improved social skills, creativity, self-esteem and 
higher academic achievement overall.  The belief in the benefits of the arts has existed for 
centuries.  Even Plato and Socrates were advocates.  They believed that music, for 
example, “was key to becoming an educated member of society” (Goldberg, 2008, p.1). 
That was over 2,000 years ago.  However arts education has had its ups and downs since 
then. 
 
Up until the mid-twentieth century, it was imperative that children learn the arts 
as well as foreign languages and arithmetic; each subject was equally important.  This all 
changed in light of Sputnik in 1957, the success of world’s first earth-orbiting satellite.  
This success for the Soviet Union ignited the United States to take action and join the 
Space Race, instituting a renewed and elevated focus on the science and technology fields 
throughout the country, with the arts trailing behind.  
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This newly transformed society caused a shift in the education system.  Fifty 
years later, the world still works the same way in that “education paralleled society in 
general as it progressed steadily in the United States” (Goldberg, 2008, p. 3).  Where 
music, poetry, theatre and painting were once vital skills to craft, they were now optional, 
and in most cases hard to come by in school systems.  The arts became more or less a 
leisure activity. 
 
In the 1980’s the importance of arts education emerged in response to the failing 
U.S. Education System.  Goals 2000: Educate America Act was announced in 1990 and 
served as a tool to improve both teaching and education “by providing a national 
framework for education reform” (U.S. Department of Education, 1994). Included in the 
Act was the National Skill Standards Board, setting skills requirements for children at 
every grade level in each core subject, including the arts.  The creation of arts learning 
standards was one turning point for the arts education movement.  The other was the 
creation of the Arts Education Partnership (AEP) in 1995 by the U.S. Department of 
Education and the National Endowment for the Arts.  The mission of the AEP was to 
identify the role of arts in the education system and its impact on child learning and 
development.   
 
The popularity of Goals 2000 influenced the layout of other education reform 
systems including The National Standards for Arts Education.  The standards for grades 
K-12 “are a statement of what every young American should know and be able to do in 
four arts disciplines -- dance, music, theatre, and the visual arts” (ArtsEdge).  Though 49 
states report that they have adopted some form of these standards, it is ultimately the key 
influencers (board of education, superintendents and school principals) that control the 
curriculum. 
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Even with the incorporation of national standards coupled with the countless 
studies in support of the arts, the arts are still lacking support in our communities, 
government and school systems.  Arts classes and arts teachers are the first to be cut 
when budget is of concern.  Arts advocates have been and are still fighting for the arts to 
be incorporated as part of a child’s core curriculum.  A study on out-of-school arts 
activities completed by Stanford University and Carnegie Foundation for the 
Advancement of Teaching states, “an institutional gap exists, and it affects our youth” 
(Heath, 2006, p.20).  In order to bridge this gap, “creative youth-based nonschool 
organizations…have sprung up [to] engage young people in productive activities during 
nonschool hours” (Heath, p. 21).   
 
Well-known arts advocate Ben Cameron (2004) states “As arts education funding 
dwindles in school systems, theatres…have assumed more and more of the burden of 
training young people and exposing them to the arts” (p.1).  With a lack of standard arts 
education in school systems, children must get their arts fix outside of school.  Children’s 
community theatre groups help to fill this gap. 
 
 
THE STEPS TO FOUNDING A SMALL BUSINESS 
 
 
 
The founders of these children’s theatre groups are in fact, entrepreneurs, similar to 
many of the countless small business owners in the world.  The main and perhaps 
obvious difference is the former’s non-profit status to the latter’s for-profit status.  A for-
profit exists to turn a profit while a non-profit organization exists to fulfill a need in the 
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community.  Both non-profit and for-profit organizations are represented in the CCTC 
community.  CCTCs abide by many of the same “how to” formulas for creating a small 
business, though this formula is tweaked based on the needs of an arts organization.  One 
can assume the similarities such as target marketing, developing a business plan, 
identifying funding sources, creating a mission statement and so on.  But just where does 
the emphasis lie?  Is it so different from founding a bakery or non-profit cancer center? 
 
 Numerous small business how-to books were consulted for this study.  The 
American Association of Community Theatres is one of few resources that speak to the 
process of founding a theatre company in particular.  THE AACT breaks down the steps: 
1) Decide on a collaborative structure 
2) Develop a mission statement 
3) Create a name and look 
4) Register your company name with the local authorities 
5) Open a bank account 
6) Sign up with relevant service organizations 
7) Decide on a profit/nonprofit status 
8) Make funding decisions 
9) Strategize potential non-production activities 
10) Create a database 
11) Think About Your Audience 
12) Work Backwards 
 
This list, though it points out important steps in the business founding process, is not 
entirely comprehensive (Again, this further supports the need for research into this 
subject).   Therefore, it makes sense to merge the small business “how-to” resources, to 
create a simple step-by-step process.  
 
STEP #1: DECIDE WHO/WHAT YOUR BUSINESS IS  
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An entrepreneur first needs a creative idea that he/she is passionate about.   
However, an idea and desire alone does not equate success.  Founder and owner of Gary 
the Plumber Services, Gary Miller (not his real name), who has experienced both a failing 
and successful business says “relying too heavily on one’s passion is a fast track to 
disaster.”  Lisa Mulcahy (2002), author of Building The Successful Theater Company 
further supports Gary’s advice.  Mulcahy states, “In order to succeed in the business of 
theater, you have to have a good grasp of the fact that it is a business in the first place” 
(p.55).  Both desire and a strong business sense are key. 
 
Many entrepreneurs go into the small business industry with passion and 
excitement for their product/service.  However this excitement needs to be reigned in as it 
can obstruct the entrepreneur from staying focused.  “It is easy to get so excited about a 
new business that you want to jump in without putting the foundation in place” (Strauss, 
p.70), but the foundation, known as a business plan, is key.  A business plan is “a written 
summary of what you hope to accomplish by being in business and how you intend to 
organize your resources to meet your goals” (Strauss, p.64).   Without a business plan 
entrepreneurs set out on their venture with a lack of organization, proper insight into 
various aspects of their venture and, ultimately, a lack of goals. 
 
Proper planning for your business is necessary for success as “lack of adequate 
planning is one of the principal reasons that most businesses fail” (Pinson, 2006, p.187).  
A business plan is useful not only to create a roadmap for the entrepreneur, at times it is 
also a requirement.  When seeking investors and lenders, a business plan must be 
supplied for consideration of funding.  The plan should be specific, measurable and 
realistic.  Each section, which includes an executive summary, market analysis, overview, 
product/service description, management plan, marketing plan, operations plan and 
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financial plan, should flow, providing continuity from one section to the next.  Though 
the development of a business plan is a long and tedious process, it is time well spent. 
 
The development of a mission statement comes next.    Non-profit organizations 
in particular develop mission statements in order to clarify what their organization 
provides the community and what their ultimate goals are.  Mission statements provide 
both the business owner and community members a sense of what the organization stands 
for.   
 
STEP #2: RECOGNIZE THE NEED (That is, if one exists.  If not, return to 
Step#1) 
 
 
 
An entrepreneur first needs to decide if their venture is feasible.  This can be 
determined by thinking about your audience and asking yourself if they exist.  
Entrepreneur expert Steven Strauss states “choosing the right business is making sure that 
there is a need for the business” (14).  In other words, one must decide if there is even an 
audience in the first place.   
 
Michael Gerber, author and founder of E-Myth Worldwide furthers this point by 
stating “when it comes to marketing, what you want is unimportant.  It’s what your 
customer wants that matters” (p.218).  An entrepreneur needs to determine who their 
customer is and what that customer perceives that they need.  One needs to “find a 
perceived need and fill it” (p.225).  Though the customers’ needs must be taken into 
consideration, equally important is staying true to the mission of your business.   
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Theatre founder, Jack Rueler was able to fulfill his own mission as well as the 
needs of a community.  Rueler revered Martin Luther King, Jr. as a great leader and was 
a strong follower of his mission.  During the height of the civil rights movement, Rueler 
was working for a social services organization in Minneapolis, MN.  After a media frenzy 
erupted, centering on the lack of compensation for a black actor at a local theatre 
company, Rueler discovered a need in the Minneapolis community.  He found that “there 
was an absence of opportunity for the professional theatre artist of color to make a living” 
(Mulcahy, pg. 22).  Recognizing this gap, Rueler founded the theatre company Mixed 
Blood, a “home for Martin Luther King’s vision on stage” providing a home for black 
actors, the black community and followers of the civil rights movement. At least part of 
Rueler’s success can be attributed to both realizing a need and fulfilling that need in the 
Minneapolis community. 
 
STEP #3: (THE BIG ONE): GET TO KNOW THE COMMUNITY AND LET THE 
COMMUNITY GET TO KNOW YOU 
 
 
 
Introducing yourself and your business to the community is essential to starting a 
successful small business.  By simply interacting with community members, an 
entrepreneur will 1) determine their community’s values, 2) share their organization’s 
values and 3) obtain contacts and potential customers. It is important to note that this 
process of marketing is continuous throughout the life of a business.  “The owner of a 
business must start out by asking marketing questions…there isn’t a function or position 
within the company that is free of asking marketing questions…” (Gerber, 2001, p. 231).   
The act of marketing and the development of relationships never end. 
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In order to form relationships with the community, an entrepreneur must first 
establish and express the values of his/her organization, which will help to link the 
organization with community members.  According to the study, Linking Organizational 
Values to Relationships with External Constituents: A Study of Nonprofit Professional 
Theatres, “shared values may play a significant role in developing and maintaining 
relationships with external constituents” (Voss, 2000, p.331).  A community member 
(and potential donor) will best understand the organization as a whole once he/she has 
identified with the values of the organization.  From there the community can determine 
if and how they can play a role in helping the organization to achieve its goals. 
 
According to Gerber “the challenge of our age is to learn our customer’s 
language.  And then to speak that language clearly and well so that your voice can be 
heard above the din” (p.227).  Gilmor Brown, founder of Savoy Theatre in Pasadena, CA 
did just that.  He set out to get to know the community by “cultivating every townsperson 
in sight.  He shared his vast knowledge of theater with impressed potential audience 
members, ingratiated himself with the local civic organizations, and soon founded the 
Savoy Theatre” (Gerber, p.27).  By immersing himself and his ideas into the community, 
Brown was able to form tight relationships, leading to support for his cause.   
 
STEP #4: RESOURCES ARE KEY 
 
 
 
Resources such as funding, volunteers, and physical space are extremely valuable 
in any organization as they save both time and money.  Mulcahy identifies an example of 
the value of resources.  In 1971 Susan Kosoff, Jane Staab and Tony Hancock, fulfilled 
their dream of opening a theatre company.  Their success could be attributed to many 
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factors; however, one crucial factor was the resources they received.  “The board 
graciously gave us the use of their facility and paid for the insurance…gave us all of their 
lighting equipment…everything that was in the building to use...a credit line…use of a 
house” (Mulcahy, p.30).  Free space, lighting and housing are major advantages for a new 
theatre company.  Instead of spending precious time seeking out investors, researching 
costs of lighting equipment, and visiting potential performance spaces, they could focus 
their attention on the art itself.  Though some might claim these donated resources were 
based on luck, others may claim it was due to strong relationships.   
 
 One of the most vital resources for any business is funding.  Proper financing 
helps one to market properly, purchase supplies, pay staff, and acquire a physical space if 
need be.  For theatre companies, this funding goes towards renting costumes and props, 
securing rental/rehearsal space and purchasing the rights to scripts.  How much financing 
one needs, however, varies from start-up to start-up.  Business owners must determine 
when they need funding, what they need it for and what funding sources are available to 
them.  A developed business plan will greatly assist in answering these questions. 
 
STEP #5: THE MISSING PIECES 
 
 
 
When starting a business there are specific legalities that must be fulfilled; this 
varies depending on the type of business.  First, one must apply for a business license in 
the city which the company will serve.  A business license is required, is of minimal cost 
and provides credibility to the start-up company.  In addition there are other licenses, 
permits and legalities that founders must be aware of. 
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Another important step in becoming an entrepreneur is determining your preferred 
type of business structure.  The structure options include sole proprietorship, partnership, 
corporation, limited liability company, and non-profit which is common among arts 
organizations. Deciding which structure is best for your business is based on numerous 
factors including  
“your need for capital, your type of business, when you want to start 
your business, your ability to finance your business, the number of 
people involved in the business, the liabilities and risks you are willing to 
assume, your personal tax situation, your plan for taking money out of 
the business, your plan for continuing the business if something should 
happen to you, your long-range business plan” (Pinson, 2006, pg. 59). 
 
Your business structure decision will determine how your business is run, how risky your 
business is and your overall corporate social responsibility. 
*** 
Independently, the overviews provided above on the history of arts education and 
participation and the process for founding a small business are informative.  However, no 
synergy is realized when merging the two synopses.  Therefore, in order to determine the 
steps to founding a CCTC and determining its factors for success, there is a need to delve 
deeper.  Interviews with children’s community theatre company founders will provide 
insight and expose the truths behind founding this type of business.  The interviews will 
consist of questions relating to the process of starting a CCTC from beginning to end; 
audience development, marketing tactics, business structure, funding, connecting with the 
community.   Overall, this study will assist in determining the greatest challenges as well 
as factors of success for past, present and future CCTC founders. 
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METHODOLOGY 
 
 
 
My love for the arts began with my experience in the community theatre as a 
child.  In a sense I was able to revisit that time in my life through this thesis project.  I 
yearned to understand the process from start to finish of founding a children’s theatre 
company and knew that it began at the core; and so I began with the founders themselves.  
I had the wonderful opportunity to speak with the founders of four successful youth 
theatre companies, asking to hear their stories of founding their theatre from beginning to 
present day.    Through these interviews I hoped to discover their start-up challenges, 
factors for success, what, if anything, they would have done differently and advice for 
future youth theatre founders.  The following is a brief description of each individual’s 
experience.  From these narratives I have determined how I and others that share my 
dream of founding a youth theatre company will go about this journey.  
 
I conducted a synthesis of information on small businesses, non-profit 
organizations and youth theatre companies.  Based on this synthesis in regards to best 
practices I created an interview schedule.  I performed a beta test of my interview 
questions on two individuals outside of the theatre industry to insure the proper flow of 
questions, content coverage and timing.  Although this gave me my outline in practice, I 
wanted each founder to tell their story in their own way, without restrictions, which led 
me to vary my questions and flow as time allowed. 
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 I chose a qualitative strategy for my research plan.  In Research Design (2008), 
Creswell states "If a concept or phenomenon needs to be understood because little 
research has been done on it, then it merits a qualitative approach" (p.18 ).  Since one of 
my reasons for researching the success factors of children's theatre founders is because of 
the lack of research on the topic, a qualitative approach is fitting.  As someone who 
enjoys "writing in a literary way...conducting personal interviews" it is only fitting for me 
to choose a qualitative approach to my research, more specifically a narrative approach. 
 
This study is presented in the form of a narrative in order to best capture each 
founder’s story.  In their book Learning Through Storytelling in Higher Education, Janice 
McDrury and Maxine Alterio (2002) state that human beings “feel [stories]…use them to 
motivate others, convey information and to share experience…[stories enable] us to 
transcend personal frameworks and take on wider perspectives” (Preface) .  Stories are a 
powerful form of learning and a successful tool for visualizing and reflecting upon the 
facts.  The use of storytelling here was beneficial for me as the listener/writer as well as 
for each founder. 
 
 Through immense research and several interview requests via email and phone 
calls, I was able to secure four founders to interview.  I made a point to interview 
founders located in various parts of the country in order to take note of any influence that 
culture and community might have on the company’s success. My interviewees include: 
Jim Caron, CEO, Missoula Children’s Theatre, Missoula, Montana; Rick Sperling, CEO, 
Mosaic Youth Theatre, Detroit, Michigan; Nina Trevens, CEO, TADA Children’s 
Theatre, New York, NY; and Sandi Taylor, CEO, ArtsView Children’s Theatre, 
Longview, TX.   
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 Prior to each interview, I sent the founders a brief introduction into my thesis 
topic, which I extracted from my literature review.  In addition, I sent the founders a few 
sample interview questions in order to prepare them for the interview and prompt them to 
reflect on their experiences ahead of time.  I performed one interview in person, the 
remaining three via phone, and recorded each one.  My interview questions covered the 
following topics: 
 
~Initial desire for founding theatre 
~The business aspect of this endeavor/proper planning 
~Staffing 
~Community Support 
~Funding 
~Marketing 
~Impact on Children 
~Factors of Success/Advice 
~Challenges 
 
 
Though I had specific questions and categorized them appropriately, I did not 
adhere to a strict interview process.  I wanted them to feel as if they were telling me a 
story, not answering interview questions.  And so I took their cues, modifying along the 
way, all so that they would be able to simply tell their story in a comfortable manner, to 
the best of their ability.  I did use the questions at times to help them stay focused so that 
I was able to obtain the information that I needed.   
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Missoula Children’s Theatre 
 
 
 
“Two secrets: find a niche and run it like a business” - Jim Caron 
 
Missoula Children’s Theatre 
Founder: Jim Caron 
Founded: 1970 
 
 
 
It was 1970 and Jim Caron had just learned that he would not be going to Vietnam.  With 
no job lined up, he took to the road, stopping in Missoula, Montana along the way.  He 
immediately found himself fond of the small town.  Noticing a sign calling for auditions 
for Man Of La Mancha, on a whim he auditioned.  He landed the role of “Sancho” and 
became close friends with Don Collins, another actor in the show.  Caron recognized the 
desire in the community for a children’s theatre.  “In small communities…the kids have 
no opportunity for any kind of professionally guided arts experience…and they really 
wanted it.”   Together Caron and Collins decided to start their own children’s theatre 
company, right there in the small rural town of Missoula.   
 
They named their theatre Missoula Children’s Theatre (MCT), in order to appeal 
to the locals and appear approachable and like-minded by the community.  They began 
small with eight adult actors performing familiar plays for the local children.  As they 
developed, they realized the need to cast a few child actors in the shows that featured 
child roles, such as Hansel & Gretel.  While working with the young actors they noticed 
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the discipline and willingness of them to be engaged in the entire process, from the first 
rehearsal to performance. 
 
Soon MCT was touring its shows in other near-by towns.  “Little towns weren’t 
afraid to bring us in.  If we had said that we were the 42nd Street players from Manhattan, 
they would have said oh, I don’t know, these strange actor types from New York…”  
They marketed themselves as accessible and trustworthy with an ability to connect with 
other communities.  They were soon presenting around the state and then around the 
country, casting the local children in each town they visited.  These week-long 
residencies consisted of auditions and rehearsals concluding with weekend performances.  
The first year they had three residencies, the next year there were seven and the third year 
there were 13.  Today, 40 years later, MCT presents 1,300 residencies each year across 
the country and overseas in Europe and Asia.  MCT also continues to present children’s 
theatre in Missoula, where it all began. 
 
The success of MCT did not occur overnight.  The beginning was hard.  Jim 
worked 12-16 hours a day.  He and his founding partner took turns taking a salary of 
$175 each week.  In addition Jim had second jobs, washing floors in a restaurant and 
running the box office at a local college theatre.   
 
From the start, Jim and Don had no business plan.  Jim recalls, “We did budgets 
on the back of napkins.  We didn’t know what we were doing.  I learned just everything 
on the job really.  I surrounded myself with really good people and they are the ones that 
made this company a pretty successful organization.”  Neither Jim nor Don had any 
business experience; Jim had a theatre background and Don a music background.  Jim’s 
father, however, owned drug stores in the Chicago area, providing Jim some knowledge 
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on running a small business, and Jim ran MCT as just that.  What he did know from the 
get go was that  “you have to run any arts organization like a business…for every dollar 
that goes out, there’s got to be a dollar that comes in…it’s very simple, sound business 
practice that has kept us alive and healthy.”  Jim credits this advice as part of the reason 
for MCT’s success.  Most everything else, he learned along the way.   
 
Jim and Don had no official board of trustees during the first five years.  
However, in their first few years they did recruit local accountants and lawyers to act as 
their advisory board, helping them to learn and follow the various rules and regulations 
associated with running a business.  “We had a board after 5 years…we’ve always had 
the big three [on the board]: banker, accountant and lawyer.”  Though the members of the 
board were not a necessarily wealthy group, their generosity with their time and 
knowledge in various fields was pivotal in the livelihood of MCT.  In addition their 
connection to the community made them a valuable resource.   
 
Jim recognized the type of community that Missoula was from the start; a town 
that helped its neighbors, that believed in giving back.  Jim made it a point to connect 
with the community by living up to its expectations.  “When we began we had a little 
explaining to do, what this live theatre business was for kids.  From the beginning we 
said okay, we’re going to have a reputation as a company that pays its dues, is part of the 
community and tries to do things for other people.”  At that time, 12 year-old Laura Lee 
Kirkpatrick was in desperate need of a kidney transplant.  MCT donated the entire 
weekend ticket sales from their performances to the Kirkpatrick family.  Though MCT 
was hardly able to break even with the show, the organization was celebrated as the town 
hero and any uneasiness the community felt toward MCT had diminished. 
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Initially MCT’s mission was “to bring a professional guided theatre experience to 
rural areas”.  However, the mission was revisited in the third year based on the changes 
that Jim and staff noticed in the participating children from year to year.  “We would 
notice the little girl who was a real wall flower her first year… we barely got her to try 
out…the next year… she’d be trying out for a lead…the third year there she’d be 
president of the student council and going to an ivy league school.”  Jim wondered what 
it was causing these children to change and grow.  “We would talk to principals and ask 
what’s going on with these kids…and they’d say “It’s you guys”.   Missoula Children’s 
Theatre was the root of the huge transformation in the local children.  From then on their 
mission changed to: The development of life skills in children through participation in the 
performing arts.   
 
Jim notes that getting the right people on the bus is a challenge.  “We are… 
careful about who we hire…we make sure that anybody we hire that’s going to be 
working with kids [is] way above board in terms of ethics…we work with decent people 
who are good role models for all sorts of kids.”  The staff needs to be both artists and 
teachers.  They need to have the arts knowledge as well as the ability to teach and 
connect with children.   When a staff member is not a good fit, Caron regrettably fills the 
role of “the bad guy,” and must let the employee go.  He despises this task, however, he 
does it all for the sake of MCT.   
 
Aside from finding the right people, pricing and marketing choices must be 
thoughtful.   Jim started by charging “$1 more than a movie ticket” so that people would 
understand the value of the experience.  He says that “we priced ourselves in such a way 
that we it made it affordable for the communities” to attend the productions.  Once they 
were in and out the door, MCT depended on their audience to market for them.  Caron 
19 
 
stated that even at the beginning “word of mouth [was] our best friend”.  One community 
would come across MCT after hearing that another nearby community presented an MCT 
production.  That’s not to say that MCT did not market their services.  They always used 
bright bold colors on their marketing materials (flyers, posters etc.), but the word-of-
mouth marketing was the key to promoting MCT to the public. 
 
Lastly, Jim stresses over and over again the importance of finding your niche.  
He acknowledges this as one of the reasons why Missoula grew and sustained itself.  
“Find something that there’s an audience for,” he says.  People wanted big name shows, 
so MCT gave them just that.  Missoula currently presents five productions each year, four 
of them commercial plays because he recognized this is what the community wants.  At 
one point, MCT attempted the political theatre type show by presenting works based 
around important lessons for children such as bullying or saying no to drugs; however 
Jim found that there were other companies presenting this type of theatre, and they were 
doing it better.  Ultimately, MCT ceased this offering and focused solely on their niche: 
commercial works.  Finding their niche has paid off as MCT is one of, if not the, most 
well-known children’s community theatre producers in the country.  
 
Caron has experienced tremendous success throughout MCT’s 40 years.  MCT 
began by fulfilling the arts gap in one community and expanded to fulfill this same gap in 
communities throughout the United States and beyond.  Its forty years later and Caron is 
getting ready to retire.  Though he will remain involved and serve as an advisor to his 
successor, he is looking forward to consulting for other theatre companies.  Missoula is 
still churning out productions, though Caron says that they are running out of fairy tales 
that they haven’t yet produced.  Caron’s vision, long hours and keen business sense has 
brought Missoula to its current state; quite a positive one and quite a success story. 
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Mosaic Youth Theatre 
 
 
 
“From everything we did that didn’t work, we found what did work.” – Rick Sperling 
Mosaic Youth Theatre 
Detroit, Michigan 
Founder: Rick Sperling 
Founded: 1982 
 
 
 
As a child Rick Sperling enjoyed participating in the community theatre 
opportunities in Ann Arbor, MI. He considers these experiences to be the greatest 
influence for building Mosaic Youth Theatre.  His first experience teaching theatre to 
children was unfulfilling, primarily because his classes were only one of the many 
activities offered in Ann Arbor.  He didn’t feel that his classes were filling a gap for the 
children, providing a positive, much-needed after school activity. 
 
It was in Detroit, Michigan that Sperling found his calling.  In the early 1990’s, 
the majority of schools in the Detroit School System had no drama program.  Therefore, 
the professional theatre company with which Sperling was affiliated had an in; they 
developed a contract with the school system, providing three-week theatre workshops for 
students.  At the conclusion of the workshops, the students were left wanting more.  
“These were young people that were not getting these opportunities…By providing these 
opportunities [I] was making a difference.  There weren’t other options [for them].”  
Sperling approached the professional theatre company that he worked for, proposing to 
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direct a performance of Runaways, opening auditions to the local children.  At auditions 
over 300 children showed up.  “There was definitely a need…and the talent was 
phenomenal.” The apparent talent and market ability set Sperling up to open Mosaic 
Youth Theatre.  
 
For the first year they had virtually no budget.  Sperling had just moved out of 
his parents’ house and, after starting the company, moved right back in to save money.  
Needing a rehearsal space, Sperling struck a deal with the same professional theatre that 
he had worked for in the past.  The theatre was approaching bankruptcy and was still in 
debt to Sperling for previous work he had performed for them.   Sperling was granted the 
space for the next two years free of charge.   
 
After the production of Runaways, Mosaic chose Fittin’ In for their second show, 
a play about teenage peer pressure.  “It was not great.  The kids said [they didn’t] want to 
do after-school specials… [they wanted] to do romantic comedies, murder mysteries.”  
Sperling listened to the youth and committed to their artistic preferences.  That was not 
the only time that Sperling made a change.  Sperling continued to learn and adapt along 
the way.  For example, initially rehearsals were on Tuesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays, 
but Sperling noticed the low attendance on Saturdays.  It turns out that the children had 
academic enrichment programs to attend on Saturdays.  Feeling that the children should 
not have to choose between academic development and their time at Mosaic, he changed 
the Saturday rehearsals to Sundays, resulting in desirable attendance.   
 
The mission of Mosaic changed as well.  At the start, the mission was simply to 
develop young artists, but Mosaic accomplished more than that.  Sperling witnessed the 
following: “there were two kids talking…the one who was college-bound asked the other 
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where are you applying [to college].  The other, in order to fit in came up with the first 
college that he knew of.  You could see a shift in him, thinking well, why aren’t I 
applying?”  This youth was representative of the majority of Mosaic youth who plan on 
attending college after graduation.  In fact, “78% of all public school students graduate 
high school and only 32% of those students graduate with a college-ready transcript.”  An 
astounding 95% of Mosaic youth not only graduate high school, but also attend college.  
Mosaic’s mission became: to empower young people to maximize their potential through 
professional performing arts training and the creation of first-rate theatrical and musical 
art. 
 
At the beginning, Sperling describes the organization as conservative and “very 
scrappy”.  He made $2,400 during his first year, had only one administrative staff 
member making $5,000 a year and the rest of the work was performed by volunteers.  
Though there was a lack of funding Sperling believes they were able to grow much more 
quickly because “we were doing it, we were hands on, making mistakes.”  It wasn’t until 
the second year that a strategic plan was drafted.  Before that Sperling describes the 
organization as “repairing the landing gear while in the air.”  The beginning was very 
much trial-and-error. 
 
Sperling was equally conservative with funding.  Whereas the majority of income 
for many arts organizations comes from donations, Sperling focused equally if not more 
on earned income. Acknowledging that some of the children were interested in learning 
specific aspects of the arts (i.e. voice, lighting, sound) Sperling and staff created 
additional programs to fulfill these requests.  As a result Mosaic’s singing group, Mosaic 
Singers, emerged and was hired to perform at various community events such as the 
mayor’s inauguration, corporate conferences and churches grossing $600-$1500 per 
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event.  This source of income has been consistent and has added a substantial line to 
Mosaic’s budget. 
 
Another example of Sperling’s conservative business practice is his emphasis on 
recognizing and obtaining resources.  At the beginning Sperling “got things on the 
cheap…used every bit of resource out there.”  For Mosaic’s first two years, he was able 
to obtain free space from the theatre company indebted to him.   For eight years, 
Mosaic’s home was at historic Fort Lane, a Detroit army base.  In exchange for 
cleaning/maintaining the space as well as performing four shows for the city each year, 
the space was theirs.  “I see groups early on being held back by owning their own 
building or paying rent”.  From Sperling’s experience, by doing your research and using 
your resources, you do not need to pay for space.   
 
 Mosaic has always maintained a very grassroots profile.  They marketed with the 
typical flyers, posters etc. but always sought as much free publicity as possible.  “My first 
Managing Director had a PR background [with] connections to newspapers, features on 
TV.” providing discounted or gratis publicity, helping to better manage their budget.    If 
he were starting Mosaic now, Sperling wouldn’t invest as much time and effort getting a 
story or advertisement in the paper; Instead he would focus on social networking and 
marketing. 
 
 One of Mosaic’s first board members was a principal at a local school, giving 
Sperling an in.  Instead of sending materials to the schools (a potential and likely black 
hole), Sperling instead showed up; he let the school staff get to him know, see his face, 
hear his pitch.  A lot of Mosaic was built on networking.  Just going out to get to know 
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people was imperative and pivotal to the success of the organization.  “It’s about building 
relationships….If I don’t know someone I know someone who knows someone.” 
 
Sperling further expanded his network by contacting the County Aid Society and 
through them found pro bono lawyers to assist Mosaic with obtaining its 501(C )3 status, 
saving them precious time and money.  In 1998, Sperling was recommended and 
accepted into Leadership Detroit, a program that helps emerging leaders in the area 
develop valuable leadership skills that will help with their individual endeavors and the 
obstacles faced by the city of Detroit as well.   At first he thought the program would be 
too time-consuming, taking him away from his valuable time at Mosaic.  However, the 
experience was worthwhile as it gave Sperling a fantastic opportunity to network with 
others from “every different field imaginable.  [He] squeezed every last drop [he] could 
out of those connections”.  Leadership Detroit was a valuable resource and experience, 
providing Sperling lasting relationships.  
 
Relationship-building did not come easy, however.  Public schools, performing 
arts schools and arts organizations were resistant at first.  Sperling recalls the following: 
 
Here I was this white kid from Ann Arbor coming in to do a program 
with mostly African-American and Latino kids….I had to keep my head 
down and be transparent and honest and eventually when people saw 
we…were here for the long run… the kids were doing good work and 
getting something out of it, then acceptance came. 
 
Only over the past few years has the school system become supporters of Mosaic.  Still 
Mosaic has no formal relationship with them.  Through the struggle Sperling and staff 
kept going, greeting community members with open arms.  Sperling simply “let the work 
speak for itself”.  Sperling depended on Mosaic’s Board of Trustees, who were able to 
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best connect with the local business supporters, creating additional relationships.  Via 
youth development and enthusiasm, artistic excellence, and reputation did Mosaic receive 
appreciation from the community.  
 
As Mosaic grew, so did its staff.  The right staffing is crucial.  Ideally, Sperling 
calls attention to the following roles: development, management/administration and youth 
support.  He believes in finding “people who really have a passion for young people 
doing art.” However, hiring and maintaining staff is not an easy undertaking.  It is a 
“constant conflict…a constant struggle” to both find and hire highly talented staff.  For 
one, finding someone who is experienced and passionate about both the arts and working 
with children is tasking.  Many times they are successful at one and not the other.  
Second, talented staff demands considerable compensation.   And in this business, money 
is hard to come by.  So “how do you get the best staff when you can’t sustain them due to 
their wages.”  This is a question that Sperling continues to contemplate.   
 
 As mentioned previously the youth themselves influenced the artistic decisions.  
Their input was coupled with that of a small artistic staff of three who chose the 
productions each year.  The board has never been consulted on artistic decisions.  “I was 
warned in the early days not to have a program committee on your board….it’s like 
opening the flood gates…you want people supporting your vision, not influencing your 
vision.” A separation of powers had clearly been established within Mosaic. 
 
Sperling has found managing growth to be one of his greatest challenges; on a 
grand scale and as an individual.  In particular he found it difficult switching gears from 
being the one who did everything (the artistic director and CEO) to focusing solely on the 
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business aspect of the business.  That was seven years ago and since then Sperling has 
consistently directed one show each year.   
 
Nonetheless, just recently he made the decision to serve as Co-Artistic Director 
in addition to CEO for the next two years.  Even with resistance from his staff, he is 
committed to this decision because he misses working with the youth, the sole reason for 
founding Mosaic in the first place.  He advises future theatre founders to “determine for 
[themselves] what role [they] want to play in this business…Because when it grows, you 
can’t do everything anymore.”  In addition to this advice, Sperling follows up with 
another piece of guidance.  “Just do it,” a saying that he and Mosaic staff have 
maintained for years.  “Planning is good but don’t restrict yourself…Don’t wait too long 
until you’re ready.” 
 
At the beginning Sperling’s life was Mosaic.  Because of this, his fellow staff 
members also committed themselves to fulfilling the mission of Mosaic, working hours 
upon end; perhaps too much, according to Sperling.  “From the very beginning you need 
to be thinking about the lives of you and your employees.  We overworked ourselves.  
That became the culture and it’s hard to change that culture.”  Looking back he would 
have defined a more balanced work culture at Mosaic.  This is the only thing he says that 
he would have changed because everything else was not necessarily a mistake but a 
lesson.  “Just like in theatre during the rehearsal process, you learn from the mistakes you 
make…from everything we did that didn’t work, we found what did work.”  Hence, 
Mosaic came to be. 
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TADA Children’s Theatre 
 
 
  
“It is constantly about change” –Nina Trevens 
 
 
 
TADA Children’s Theatre 
Location: New York, NY 
Founder: Nina Trevens 
Founded: 1984 
 
Nina Trevens was born into the arts.  Her mother was a director, playwright, 
theatre critic and press agent.  However Nina didn’t get into the arts right away.  She 
initially studied psychology and education, thinking she would end up teaching first 
grade.  “My driving force was making growing up easier for kids.”  While student 
teaching she realized the profession didn’t fulfill her.  She began working box office for 
her mother’s shows, and eventually fell into stage management.  Though she loved it, she 
still had the yearning to work with children.  Thus, she began stage managing for 
children’s theatre productions throughout New York City. 
 
Nina learned that the producer of a local theatre festival was looking to 
incorporate children’s productions into his company.  Nina jumped at the chance, 
developing a proposal to direct the children’s theatre aspect of the festival, and was hired.  
For years she headed the efforts of children’s productions out of the theatre festival’s 
building.  From there Trevens wanted to form her own non-profit youth theatre. 
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The beginning was hard.  Before becoming a non-profit they could only rely on 
individuals for support.  Trevens did not take a salary for the first five years and worked 
other jobs at the same time to make ends meet.  She lived in a “crappy place because rent 
was cheap” and it allowed her to pursue this dream.  At this point in the process, “you do 
all the jobs” yourself because you can’t afford to hire staff.  She recruited her network of 
friends and colleagues from the various box office and stage management jobs she held 
throughout the city to assist her in bringing the theatre to life. 
 
Trevens points out again and again the importance of adaptability because in this 
business, everything is constantly changing.  “One of the biggest obstacles in this 
business is that there are no guarantees, especially in regards to funding.”  Long time 
funders can stop lending their support in an instant, corporations can shift their giving 
focus, and foundations’ ability to fund may decrease.  “Funder want different things” and 
you can’t appease everyone.  Expenses increase “especially in [New York City]” so you 
have to be prepared to adjust.    Another significant change is that of the children 
themselves.  They grow up, go to college, find new interests, etc.  When they stop 
participating in TADA their support group of family and friends no longer attend 
performances.   
September 11th caused change for governments, families, businesses, and non-
profits; TADA being one of them.  Trevens and her company were forced out of their 
performance/rehearsal space, ending up in a new location paying three times the rent of 
their previous location.  “We had a plan and it had to go out the window after 911.”  
However, the conservative groundwork that she set from the beginning allowed TADA to 
adapt to this change. 
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 When asked about her business plan, Trevens states that she has “had many 
business plans,” throughout the years.  In TADA’s first year though, there was no official 
business plan.  However, she was still aware of what needed to be done.  “I knew that I 
had to form a board…form a budget...It was more that I just wanted to keep this going.”  
She may not have had an official documented business plan, but she had a plan 
nonetheless.  She always had “goals and actions” to take on but at the beginning she 
“took one thing at a time, one show at a time.”  
 
At the beginning TADA marketed by sending out mailers, papering the house 
and distributing flyers to local schools and children’s libraries.  While still part of the 
theatre festival its producer marketed on behalf of Trevens’ company through material 
distribution and a connection to a local press agent.  Once TADA became its own entity, 
they weren’t necessarily struggling to market themselves because of the reputation 
Trevens had built for both herself and the company due to her previous work at various 
theatres in Manhattan.  Today Trevens marketing efforts include social marketing, e-
blasts etc., yet there is still press to obtain and mailers to distribute.  “There are still the 
people that expect to receive postcards” as they have for years “or those who are going to 
look in this magazine and if [TADA] is not listed there they will think you’re not 
[performing] anything.”  Trevens understands the need to reach her vast audience in 
different ways based on their preferences and what they are accustomed to.   
 
The progression of TADA over the years has turned it into a well-known and 
reputable children’s theatre company.  One might think that New York City, the cultural 
mecca of the world would be a difficult market to tackle due to its endless supply of 
activities.  However, Trevens states that founding a children’s theatre company “… can 
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be done anywhere” because this type of business can succeed wherever there is a desire 
or an opportunity to create desire. 
 
 
 
ArtsView Children’s Theatre 
 
 
 
“Without the business part of show business, there is no show” –Sandi Taylor 
 
 
ArtsView Children’s Theatre 
Longview, TX 
Founder: Sandi Taylor 
Founded: 2005  
 
 
 
Sandi Taylor recalls parents in Long View, TX wishing there were after-school 
activities for their children to participate in.  ArtsView Children’s Theatre was the first of 
its kind in the small town of 70,000 residents.   An old-fashioned town, Sandi Taylor, 
along with co-founders Vickie Echols and Angela Wright faced resistance from the start.  
Sandi notes that community members would say so-and-so tried that years back and it 
didn’t work, so why would it work now.  She states that “we were new…thought of as 
hokey…they were uneasy about what we were trying to do”.  Despite the opposition, 
Sandi and her team fought on and five years later, their determination has paid off. 
 
The three founders all participated in children’s theatre growing up.  Along with 
that experience Sandi, Vickie and Angela brought additional specialties to the table.  
Sandi had the business experience, while Vickie was knowledgeable in fundraising and 
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Angela had a theatre/production background.  When combined, their individual skills 
provided a base for which to build their children’s theatre.  
 
They started with one show: Alice in Wonderland, a production that called for 33 
actors.  Nervous that not enough children would show up to auditions to even fill these 
roles, Sandi was pleasantly surprised when 170 children auditioned.  The demand was 
high from the start and today, ArtsView produces eight shows each year and remains the 
one and only children’s theatre in Longview.   
 
The demand was not immediate, but to increase demand Sandi attended 
numerous local events to market ArtsView and its offerings.  From a marketing aspect 
Sandi and her co-founders were extremely hands-on.  They were their own advocates and 
volunteers.  The participating children also served as their marketing device.  Word of 
mouth helped them to grow and was their main source of marketing. 
 
As previously noted the town was resistant to ArtsView.  The first three years 
were difficult, but the town became less resistant when ArtsView partnered with The 
Junior League for one show, a well-respected organization that had been around for 50+ 
years.  From this the community developed a trust in ArtsView; however the school 
system was not yet on board.   
 
The town’s three high schools offered high-quality performing arts programs, yet 
the middle schools had none, providing a niche for Sandi.  ArtsView filled a gap for both 
middle and elementary school students.  The schools eventually saw ArtsView in a new 
light as these children grew up, became their students, shared their experiences at 
ArtsView and showed a noticeable development in attitudes and life skills.  “Now they 
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call us to come do career day, do a workshop, put on a show.”  In fact, ArtsView and the 
school system’s English classes have partnered to develop a new program, a playwriting 
competition.  The winning young playwright has his/her play produced and performed at 
ArtsView.    The school system has not only accepted ArtsView but has also welcomed 
them into their schools. 
 
At the beginning ArtsView’s budget was $1,400, comprised of $100 donations 
from each of the 13 board members and the last $100 from Taylor herself.  Today, 5 
years later, they have a budget of $170,000.  Last year ArtsView obtained a huge 
donation from the county: a building.  This monumental contribution was made because 
the county saw ArtsView as a sound, influential organization that contributed to the 
county’s livelihood.  ArtsView’s growth and tremendous achievement is due first to 
Sandi’s ongoing belief and practice of conservatism in each aspect of the theatre: sets, 
costumes, funding.  Sandi advises arts organizations to “Do what you do, do it well and 
don’t go overboard”.    To remain conservative ArtsView located and used their resources 
wisely.  For one, the first auditions for Alice & Wonderland were held at a church and the 
rehearsals at a community center.  Second, it was an entirely volunteer-run organization, 
founders included keeping costs low.  Finally, Taylor budgeted to sell only two-thirds of 
every show.  “Support from the community is slow.  A lot of small businesses don’t plan 
for that slowness. They haul off and spend too much money and then go belly-up”  
Taylor feels that less small businesses would fail if they were more conservative from the 
start.   
ArtsView does not rely heavily on large grants.  “We don’t pursue grants that 
heavily because you can’t depend on it.”  Grants can be here one year and then gone the 
next. In fact, ArtsView only pursues three grants each year.  The first is a city grant.  The 
city sees “great value in ArtsView because [what we do] brings people to town…to 
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restaurants…hotels.” Because their space is a county building, they pursue a county 
grant.  Finally they pursue a grant from one of their board members employers, Exxon 
Mobil. 
 
Taylor also credits ArtsView’s success to their organization and planning.  
Taylor holds a two-hour strategic planning meeting every November.  They hire an 
outside party to act as a facilitator and have a new facilitator each year in order to 
eliminate bias and bring fresh perspective.  A strategic plan is the end result and is shared 
with the entire staff to outline roles, expectations and goals for the organization as a 
whole.  Taylor intentionally created an inclusive environment between founders, board 
members and staff.  This culture also continues with the youth as Taylor constantly 
reminds each child, “You are a part of this family”. 
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CONCLUSION & FINDINGS 
 
 
Through these interviews I sought to discover the similarities between founding a 
children’s community theatre company and any other small business.  I particular I hoped 
to identify CCTC founders specific factors of success.  Based on these interviews, 
children’s theatre companies are similar to other start-up companies in many ways.  
However, there are a few success factors specific to this sector. I will use the steps 
mentioned in the introduction section in order to effectively and easily demonstrate the 
similarities found through my research. 
 
 
Like any other small business, founders of CCTCs must first decide what their 
business is and plan accordingly (STEP #1).  The creation of a business plan is a step in 
the right direction, as it provides direction, goals and an overall framework for an 
organization.  However, only one out of four founders developed an actual business plan 
from the start.  In addition to Taylor’s business plan she also made note of the great value 
she found in AV’s annual strategic planning meeting.  Though the remaining founders 
had no business plan this is not to say they didn’t have a plan at all.  They knew most of 
what was expected of them in order to succeed in founding their theatre companies, but it 
wasn’t necessarily strategic or defined.  Within the first few years, all four founders had 
created a business plan and now create and adjust business plans on a regular basis. 
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The second factor of success (Step #2) is determining if there is a market for 
your product.  There must be a desire for the arts in the community, a lack of arts 
education and/or simply a need for a positive after-school activity.  ArtsView emerged 
because there was no theatre offering in the middle school of Long View, TX.  Detroit 
Youth sought an outlet and Mosaic Youth Theatre filled that need.  At times the 
community may not be aware of its need for a children’s theatre company.  It is the 
founder’s responsibility to prove its need and worth which begins with finding a niche.  
By determining the type of productions and arts offerings the community will appreciate, 
the founder finds the niche.  If you are fortunate enough the niche should be a 
combination of what you want your theatre company to be and what your market desires.  
However, the latter is a stronger guarantee of survival over the former.   
 
 
 The NYC community was well-aware of Trevens upon her opening of TADA 
Children’s Theatre.  From the start they could identify her artistic work and perhaps her 
business values.  This made it easier for her to get to know the community because a 
foundation had already been established that she could build from.  However, Sperling, 
Taylor and Caron were all new to their individual communities and first and foremost had 
to introduce themselves to the community in order to develop a following and a trust 
(Step #3).  As any person new to town, relationship-building takes time.  Networking for 
business purposes takes even more time.  The founders attended community events to 
make themselves known, distributed materials to make their theatre known and spent 
even more time stewarding these new relationships. 
 
The truth is that resources (Step #4) are limited at the beginning, therefore 
founders must be creative, as Sperling calls it, “scrappy”.  Finding volunteers to run the 
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box office instead of hiring staff is a conservative and smart decision at the beginning.  
Bartering with another organization for rental space or lighting equipment is helpful in 
the long run.  Researching and appointing pro-bono lawyers and accountants to assist in 
the legal and budgetary aspects of the business decreases overall costs and stress.  Simply 
stated resources can be obtained through research and connections.  Taylor would have 
had a very different experience if her space had not been donated.  The same goes for 
Sperling if he hadn’t negotiated space from his former employer.  We must not forget 
people, perhaps the most powerful resource.  Board members, volunteers, neighbors, 
parents, school administrators and the children all play a role in a theatre’s success or 
demise.  They may not be able to provide funding, but they can provide time, references, 
ideas and time. 
 
Every other task, responsibility, and call to action not encompassed in the above 
four steps can be assigned to Step #5: The Missing Pieces.  This can include setting up a 
payroll system, deciding on a brand, installing computer software, determining a space’s 
fire & safety hazards, etc.  It can be rightfully assumed that each founder came across 
these “missing pieces” type duties as they began their new venture.   
 
 
 
 
SUCCESS FACTORS SPECIFIC TO CCTC FOUNDERS 
 
ACT CONSERVATIVELY 
 
For theatre founders there are a few overwhelming must-haves and must-dos in 
regards to finding success in this industry.  First one must act conservatively because 
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funders and demand for the art will only trickle in, so starting small is key.  Founders will 
have an infinite number of business ideas to implement but it can’t all be done at once.  
Therefore what one wants must be put aside and replaced with necessities.  For example, 
a theatre company needs rehearsal space, but a space doesn’t need to be purchased; it can 
be rented at a reasonable cost.  The founders of AV, MCT, TADA and MYT all rented a 
space at the beginning.  In fact, AV received their initial space free of charge through an 
in-kind gift.   AV also budgeted for only 65% ticket sales, a further demonstration of their 
conservatism.  If not for Trevens’ frugalness, TADA may not have been able to afford the 
rent of the new building they were forced into.  Each founder acted conservatively at the 
beginning which was a significant factor toward their survival. 
 
FIND BOTH KID-FRIENDLY & ARTISTIC STAFF MEMBERS 
 
“Get the right people on the bus.”  Jim Collins, author of Good to Great (2001) is 
famous for this phrase.  This guidance resonates in this industry as well as any other.  As 
business expands, founders cannot handle all of the responsibilities of running a theatre.  
As Trevens stated, “You can’t do everything.” This doesn’t equate to simply hiring more 
people, but people with specific qualifications.  They not only need to be literate in the 
arts but they also need to know how to work with children.  Both require immense skill, 
flexibility, adaptability, empathy and positivity.  Finding these people is hard enough.  
Keeping these people is equally or more difficult due to the commonly low salary and 
benefits associated with the arts.  The perfect recruit is someone with a knowledge and 
passion for the arts, experience and love of working with children and someone fulfilled 
by factors other besides money. 
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BUSINESS FIRST, THEN ART 
 
Lastly and most importantly a founder must recognize and run their theatre as a 
business.  Even though theatres are arts organizations, they are still businesses and must 
be run as such.  Business experience at the get-go is a big plus; however, those like Jim 
Caron who didn’t have a business background still were able to recognize business sense 
as a primary factor for success.  Business minded-founders seek out the needs of the 
community, the gaps to be filled in order to find a niche.  Community members in 
Longview, TX desired after-school activities for kids.  Thus Taylor founded ArtsView 
and it is successful because it produces strong work and has no local competitors.  Yes, 
each founder had an artistic background, but did not let that blind them from taking on 
the role as “boss.”    
 
BE OPEN TO CHANGE 
 
Founders in this industry must be able to adapt along the way because there are no 
guarantees.  Each founder experienced a slew of changes.  Both Mosaic and Missoula 
changed their mission when they noticed they were accomplishing more than what they 
set out to do.  Trevens had to adapt to a new theatre space and adjust her budget for the 
elevated rental costs.  Sperling changed the rehearsal schedule and added additional 
programs to appease the youth.   
 
WORD OF MOUTH MARKETING 
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From these four interviews, there seems to be a consensus that word of mouth is 
the best kind of marketing, small town or not.  The participating children are the ones that 
tell their friends at school, at church, at soccer practice etc. about their theatre experience 
and a buzz is created.  However, there is still value in traditional marketing such as flyers, 
phone calls and advertisements, in order to maintain a portion of your audience.   
 
 
 
CHALLENGES 
 
 
 When asked about the greatest challenges they faced there was an overwhelming 
response from the founders: staffing and funding.   Just as finding and hiring staff the 
right staff is a factor of success, it is also a big challenge for theatre founders.  Staff needs 
to be knowledgeable in both the arts and education fields.  Finding staff with a perfect 
balance is extremely difficult.  Furthermore, founders find that they can’t always afford 
to hire the most talented staff because of their salary/benefits requirements.  This remains 
a “constant struggle” and perhaps a struggle that will remain. 
 
 Like any business, a great challenge for children’s theatres is funding.  Hence the 
need to identify resources and act conservatively because funding can be there one 
second and gone the next.  For additional funding to come, founders need to just, as 
Taylor says, “do what you do and do it well.”  That consists of every aspect of this 
business: striving for artistic excellence, connecting with and supporting the community, 
building relationships with the children, hiring talented staff and fundraising/cultivation.  
Individuals, corporations and foundations will take note of these achievements and lend 
their support.   
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Though each theatre was founded in a different year, a different location, with a 
different mission and by a different founder, all share similar trials and tribulations.  The 
documentation of their trials and tribulations will assist future founders in constructing a 
well-thought out plan of action for their own theatre.  Learning each founders greatest 
challenges, factors for success and pieces of advice will result in more efficiently and 
effectively run theatre companies.  These founders run sound companies and because of 
this are able to provide more artistic opportunities, a sense of community, personal 
growth and an increase in self-confidence and motivation for today’s youth, fulfilling 
youth internally and shaping their values and goals throughout life. 
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APPENDIX I 
 
 
INTERVIEW LAYOUT/QUESTIONS 
Kimberly Hassmiller: Arts Administration Thesis 
Factors for Success in Founding a Children’s Theatre Company 
 
 
Children’s Theatre Companies (CTCs) play a valuable role in our communities due to both the 
lack of arts participation opportunities in schools and the proven positive influences of the arts 
on children. Though these businesses can be found throughout the country, there is a lack of 
research on the history and challenges of founding these organizations, hence the reason to 
explore the subject.  This study asks the question, what is the key to success for this particular 
type of business?  What factors influence a CTC’s beginning, its ability to grow and ultimately 
its sustainability overtime?  Are the founders of these organizations facing the same challenges 
as any other small business owner? 
 
 
Factors to Consider when Founding a Small Business: 
 
• DRIVE/DESIRE 
 Initially, what was it that led you to develop this theatre company? 
 
 
 
• FOUNDER’S EXPERIENCE/ADVICE 
 What are the most important steps when starting/running a community children’s theatre 
company? 
 
 
 What is the biggest challenge in maintaining and growing a children’s theatre company? 
 
 
 
• BUSINESS PLAN 
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 Was a business plan created?  If so, what was considered when constructing it?  And how 
helpful was this to your success? 
 
 
 How do you decide on your season?  Your chosen productions? 
 
 
 
• MARKETING 
 What is it about (insert theatre company name) that makes it unique?  How are you 
different?  What is it that you provide that no other company does? 
 
 
• FUNDRAISING 
 How did you obtain your supporters throughout the years?  How has this influence your 
success? 
 
 
 
• PRICING STRUCTURE 
 How was this established? 
 
 
 
• FILLING A NEED/GAP IN THE COMMUNITY 
 Was your decision to found (insert theatre company name) based on a need that you 
recognized in the community? 
 
 
 Describe your relationship with the community. ( Parents, teachers, schools, local business 
supporters) 
 
 
 
• ADVICE 
 What would you have done differently 
 
 
 One piece of advice for an entrepreneur like yourself? 
 
